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Abstract 
Sustainable entrepreneurship is a possible way to handle environmental degradation. The SMEs owner-managers’ cognitive process 
is an important factor of sustainable entrepreneurship engagement. Unfortunately, there are scant intention-based studies. As such, 
this study examined the factors that influenced the propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. A total of 404 SMEs were surveyed. 
The results revealed that attitudinal and perceptual factors positively and significantly influenced such propensity while normative 
factor was not playing a significant role. Thus, developing sufficient sustainability capabilities, establishing a positive or favorable 
sustainability attitude and creating attractive sustainable entrepreneurial practices should be emphasized in promoting sustainable 
entrepreneurship. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of GLTR International Sdn. Berhad. 
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1. Introduction 
Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) play a crucial role in developing a country’s economy because they make 
up a large portion of business activities. In Malaysia, SMEs contributed to 32% of the country’s gross domestic 
production (GDP), hired 59% of the nation’s workforce and denoted to 19% of nation’s export in 2010 (National SME 
Development Council, 2013). The above figures are expected to grow further in 2020. Although SMEs have 
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contributed positively to a nation’s development, they have also caused several negative implications. One of them is 
environmental degradation.  
Realizing that environmental degradation could have disastrous effects, Malaysian government has initiated 
various programs to encourage businesses to embark on sustainable management. For examples, the establishment of 
Ministry of Energy, Green Technology and Water (KeTTHA) and the implementation of MyHijau Program. Despite 
the various efforts, many business practitioners, especially SMEs still regard integrating environmental practices into 
business activities or sustainable management as something new (Moorthy, Yakob, Chelliah & Arokiasamy 2012). 
Indeed, Omar and Samuel (2011) pointed out that small- and medium-sized manufacturers were less active in 
sustainable management than their larger counterparts.  
Developing sustainable entrepreneurship among business practitioners is a great challenge because it is a complex 
process. Entrepreneurship involves individuals’ mental process, as Hisrich, Peters and Shepherd (2013) mentioned, 
individuals showed some level of entrepreneurial intention before they successfully become ones. Although Fishbein 
and Ajzen (1975) and Shapero and Sokol (1982) have found that intention could be triggered by attitudinal and 
normative factors and also individual’s perceptions, there remains much room for further investigation on the matter. 
Furthermore, not many extant entrepreneurial studies have focused on investigating people’s entrepreneurial mental 
process, such as level of propensity or intention. As such, this paper aimed to determine the influences of attitudinal, 
normative and perceptual factors on propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship among SMEs in Malaysia. It is hoped 
that this paper could serve as an initial step to understand SMEs owner-managers’ cognitive process in embarking on 
sustainable entrepreneurship. 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Sustainable entrepreneurship 
Sustainable entrepreneurship is a new concept which links sustainable development to business activities 
(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2008). No doubt, the development of sustainable entrepreneurship has changed the ways 
people perceived business activities and their impacts on environment (Graham, 2010). For instance, business 
operators are required to balance up the emphasis on both profit generation and sustainability development. Indeed, 
researchers have suggested the integration of sustainability management and business practices among entrepreneurs 
to contribute to sustainable development (Tilley & Young, 2009; Parrish, 2010). 
Since sustainable entrepreneurship is a rather new concept under the umbrella of entrepreneurship, there remains 
much confusion. In explaining the concept, some researchers called it “sustainability-driven entrepreneurship” (Majid, 
Kamaludin, Saad & Aziz, 2012) or “sustainable-minded entrepreneurship” (Gagnon, 2012). Some studies have also 
simply equated it to “environmental entrepreneurship” (Krueger, 2005; Schlange, 2006). It can be said that there 
remains no universally accepted definition on sustainable entrepreneurship and researchers have suggested various 
definitions over the years. It is important to note that sustainable entrepreneurship emphasizes on several aspects 
equally. As such, this paper adopted Majid and Koe’s (2012: 300) description, in which it was regarded as “an 
entrepreneurial process to exploit the opportunities in an innovative manner for economic gains, society equity, 
environmental quality and cultural preservation on an equal footing”. 
2.2. Factors influencing propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship 
Sustainable entrepreneurship requires the business operators’ decisions to embark on it. However, it is considered 
as something new to many business operators, especially SMEs (Moorthy et al., 2012). Studies have also found that 
the number of SMEs participated in it was less embracing than large organizations. Therefore, as an initial stage of 
developing sustainable entrepreneurship among SMEs; understanding the psychological factors that trigger people’s 
decision to take up this process is crucial. 
According to Ajzen (1991), intention is a reliable predictor of human’s actual behavior. Intention can be explained 
as the degree of hardship and effort that people are willing to put forth to perform a behavior (Ajzen, 1991). From the 
extant literature, various studies have used the terms such as propensity, motivation and intention interchangeably 
(e.g.: Phan, Wong & Wang, 2002; Wang & Wong, 2004). Thus, this paper followed Phan et al.’s (2002) suggestion 
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in which intention was deemed synonymous to propensity. This paper explained propensity as the likelihood of 
performing a particular behavior. It is vital to note that propensity is only a predictor of actual behavior and it does 
not involve any actual behavior. 
In order to understand the factors influencing people’s intention, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) and Shapero and Sokol 
(1982) have suggested two popular models, namely Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and Entrepreneurial Event 
Model (EEM). TRA focused on the influences of attitudinal and normative factors on people’s intention. Then, the 
intention would lead to actual behavior. Meanwhile, EEM emphasized the impacts of two perceptual factors, i.e.: 
perceived desirability and perceived feasibility on entrepreneurial event engagement. To date, these two models have 
been widely adopted and adapted by various researchers in predicting individual’s intention and also in explaining 
human’s behavior in various areas including entrepreneurship (e.g.: Krueger, Reilly & Carsrud, 2000; Fitzsimmons 
& Douglas, 2011). Since they pointed out different triggering factors of human’s intention, this study attempted to 
expand the existing models by integrating them into a new model to determine the factors that influence propensity to 
sustainable entrepreneurship. 
2.3. Hypotheses development and research model 
Ajzen (1991) described attitude as “the degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation or 
appraisal of the behavior in question (p. 188).” A person could possess positive attitude or negative attitude towards 
certain thing which affects one’s intention. It was found as a factor that influenced behavioral intention in TRA and 
Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). In addition, many studies have proven that attitude was a significant and strong 
determinant of entrepreneurial intention (e.g.: Phan et al., 2002; Moriano, Gorgievski, Laguna, Stephen & Zarafshani, 
2012). Apart from predicting entrepreneurial intention, attitude was also a solid factor in affecting pro-environment 
intention (Tonglet, Philips & Read, 2004) and sustainability engagement (Schick, Marxen & Freimann, 2005). Thus, 
individual’s attitude affected a person’s propensity to perform a particular behaviour. Hence: 
H1: Sustainability attitude positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship.  
Ajzen (1991) explained social norm as “perceived social pressure to perform or not to perform a particular behavior 
(p. 188).” Social norms such as opinions, view or influences from reference groups such as families, friends or 
colleagues could affect a person’s intention. Indeed, social norm recorded a positive and significant influence on 
entrepreneurial intention (van Gelderen, Brand, van Praag, Bodewes & Poutsma, 2008; Moriano et al., 2012). 
Additionally, it was also an influential factor of individual’s intention towards sustainable behavior (Vermeir & 
Verbeke, 2008), environmental entrepreneurial actions (Meek, Pacheco and York, 2010) and ecological behavioral 
intention (Birgelen, Semeijn & Keicher, 2009). Thus: 
H2: Social norm positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. 
Perceived desirability is the degree to which a person feels attracted to an entrepreneurial event, and it was an 
important significant factor which influenced individual’s entrepreneurial intention (Shapero and Sokol, 1982). 
Guerrero, Rialp and Urbano (2008) and Fitzsimmons and Douglas (2011) have confirmed the effect of it on 
entrepreneurial intention. Diochon, Gasse, Menzies and Garand (2002) and Segal, Borgia and Schoenfeld (2005) have 
supported its effects on new venture creation and self-employment. As such, the influence of perceived desirability 
should not be neglected in understanding people’s propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Hence: 
H3: Perceived desirability positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. 
Shapero and Sokol (1982) referred perceived feasibility as a person’s belief in regards to his or her capability for 
an entrepreneurial event. It was the other important significant factor which influenced individual’s entrepreneurial 
intention. Some studies used “self-efficacy” simultaneously with perceived desirability (Guerrero et al., 2008; 
Fitzsimmons & Douglas, 2011). From the extant literature, the positive and significant influence of it on individual’s 
entrepreneurial intention has been evidenced by Segal et al. (2005). It is believed that perceived feasibility plays a 
role in determining propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Thus:  
H4: Perceived feasibility positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. 
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Fig. 1. Research model. 
3. Research methodology 
3.1. Population and sample 
The population of this study was the SMEs registered in the directory of SME Corporation Malaysia (SME Corp). 
The sample was then selected using stratified sampling method. The selected SMEs were represented by their owner-
managers. A total of 1600 questionnaires were distributed. After two reminders were given, 411 responses were 
successfully collected. However, seven responses were deemed as incomplete and were. Therefore, this paper obtained 
a response rate of 25.25% with 404 usable responses 
3.2. Research instrument and goodness of measures 
This study was quantitative and it used questionnaire survey method to collect the desired data. The items in 
questionnaire were adapted from various previously established studies. It was done so to ensure the content validity 
of scale. All items used 10-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 10 = “strongly agree”). This study 
used Cronbach’s alpha (α) to determine the reliability of variables. The α-values were considered as acceptable, in 
which sustainability attitude = 0.80, social norm = 0.92, perceived desirability = 0.94, perceived feasibility = 0.98, 
propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship = 0.92. In determining the construct validity, an exploratory factor analysis 
with Varimax rotation was performed. In addition, the rules of KMO > 0.60, Barlett’s test of sphericity < 0.05, Eigen-
value > 1.00 and factor loading > 0.30 were strictly observed. The analysis has successfully loaded the items into their 
respective dimensions. 
4. Findings and discussion 
4.1. Descriptive analysis 
Prior to the analysis processes, all data were carefully treated for missing values. In addition, skewness and kurtosis 
statatistics also showed that data have achieved approximation to normality. As such, the results indicated that the 
data were suitable for multivariate analyses. The descriptive analysis of the 404 respondents’ profiles revealed that 
vast majority of the SME owner-managers were males (F = 320; 79.21%). More than half of the SMEs were in 
servicing businesses (F = 255; 63.12%), such as marketing and sales, insurance, health care etc. Majority of the SMEs 
were registered as sole-proprietorship entities (F = 298; 73.76%) with only one owner. In terms of size, there were 
232 SMEs (57.43%) categorized as micro which hired less than five full-time employees. 
4.2. Mean, standard deviation and correlation analysis 
The mean scores (M), standard deviation values (SD) and Perason correlation coefficients (r) of the viarables were 
presented in Table 1. It found that perceived desirability (PD) obtained the highest mean score (M =  7.36; SD = 1.39), 
followed by social norm (SN) with M = 7.32 (SD = 1.54), perceived feasibility (PF) with M = 7.05 (SD = 1.41) and 
sustainability attitude (SA) scored the lowest mean value (M = 6.81; SD = 1.28). Meanwhile, the mean score of 
H1 
Perceived Feasibility 
Propensity to Sustainable 
Entrepreneurship 
H2 
Sustainability Attitude 
Social Norm 
Perceived Desirability 
H4 
H3 
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propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship (PSE) among SMEs owner-managers was 7.04 (SD = 1.74). 
     Table 1. Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients. 
 M SD SA SN PD PF IN 
SA 6.81 1.28 1     
SN 7.32 1.54 0.47** 1    
PD 7.36 1.39 0.49** 0.62** 1   
PF 7.05 1.41 0.44** 0.70** 0.75** 1  
PSE 7.04 1.74 0.39** 0.49** 0.52** 0.58** 1 
 
This paper conducted Pearson product-moment correlation to determine the direction and strength of 
correlationship between any two variables (Zou, Tuncali & Silverman 2003) (Table 1). The r-values denoted that all 
pairs of variables were positively and significantly correlated. All independent variables (i.e.: SA, SN, PD and PF) 
noted positive and significant correlationships with the dependent variable (i.e.: PSE). PF and PSE recorded the 
highest r-value (0.58; p-value < 0.01) while SA and PSE was found to have the lowest r-value (0.39; p-value < 0.01). 
The results also signified that the r-values of all pairs of independent variables were well below 0.90; thus, the issues 
of multicollinearity did not exist (Pallant, 2011). 
4.3. Multiple linear regression analysis 
This section presents the results of hypotheses testing. Multiple linear regressions analysis was performed for that 
purpose (Table 2). It is important to ensure that multicollinearity is not found in multiple regressions analysis. Based 
on the r-values in Table 1, it found that multicollinearity did not exist. It was again confirmed by the large tolerance 
values (> 0.10) and small variance inflation factor (VIF) values (< 10) (Table 2) (Pallant, 2011). Therefore, multiple 
linear regressions analysis was deemed appropriate in testing the hypotheses. 
                               Table 2. Multiple regressions results. 
Variable Beta (β) T Sig. Tolerance VIF 
PF 0.38 5.59 0.00 0.35 2.85 
SA 0.26 3.56 0.01 0.72 1.39 
PD 0.19 2.79 0.01 0.40 2.53 
SN 0.10 1.72 0.09 0.47 2.13 
R2 0.37 
F-statistics 58.92 (Sig. 0.00) 
Dependent variable  Propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship 
 
Based on Table 2, the F-statistic (58.92) revealed that the model was statistically significant at 0.00. The four 
independent variables (SA, SN, PD and PF) explained the variances of dependent variable (PSE) as much as 37% (R2 
= 0.37) and other factors accounted for 63%.  Additionally, in determining the influences of SA, SN, PD and PF on 
PSE (H1 to H4); it showed that PF (β = 0.38; p-value < 0.05), SA (β = 0.26; p-value < 0.05) and PD (β = 0.19; p-value 
< 0.05) positively and significantly influenced PSE. Moreover, PF was the most important factor, followed by SA and 
PD in influencing PSE. Meanwhile, SN (β = 0.10) did not demonstrate a significant influence on PSE (p-value > 0.05). 
In short, H1, H3 and H4 were supported but H2 were not supported (Table 3). 
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      Table 3. Summary of hypotheses testing results. 
Hypotheses Results  
H1: Sustainability attitude positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Supported 
H2: Social norm positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Not supported 
H3: Perceived desirability positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Supported 
H4: Perceived feasibility positively influences propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Supported 
4.4. Discussion 
The statistical analyses found that not all the factors identified from TRA and EEM played an influential role in 
propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Specifically, one of the perceptual factors (i.e.: perceived feasibility) gave 
the most important impact. The result was similar to Segal et al. (2005). As described earlier, sustainable 
entrepreneurship falls under the the umbrella of entrepreneurship. To certain extent, the SMEs owner-managers in this 
study were considered as entrepreneurs. They definitely owned great knowledge and experiences in business. 
Moreover, government has also frequently promoted the concepts of green business and sustainable management in 
recent years. Thus, it was not surprised to find that they believed that they possessed sufficient capability in bridging 
sustainable management to business activities.  
In addition, attitudinal factor or sustainability attitude in this paper was the second important factor. The finding 
supported Phan et al. (2002), Tonglet et al. (2004) and Schick et al. (2005). When a person shows positive attitude 
towards certain behavior, that shows the person like or favor the behavior; thus, it is more likely that the person will 
perform the behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Entrepreneurs are well informed about sustainable management through various 
sources. They understand the importance of being sustainable in business practices. Moreover, sustainable 
entrepreneurship is a practice that brings benefits to entrepreneurs, environment and social through profit generation, 
environmental preservation and social development; it seems unreasonable for SMEs owner-managers to dislike it.   
The result also discovered that the other perceptual factor, perceived desirability was the third important factor 
which significantly affected propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Therefore, it supported Guerrero et al. (2008), 
Fitzsimmons and Douglas (2011), Diochon et al. (2002) and Segal et al. (2005). It also showed that SMEs owner-
managers were attracted to sustainable entrepreneurship. This is because sustainable entrepreneurship not only helps 
to generate wealth, but it also helps to maintain our quality of living environment and welfare of society. In short, it 
gives various benefits to various parties. 
Unfortunately, this study found some contradicting results. For intance, normative factor or social norm did not 
significantly influence the propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship among SMEs owner-managers in Malaysia. 
Although it denied studies of Birgelen et al. (2009), Meek et al. (2010), it was consistent with Ajzen’s (1991) statement 
that social norm was frequently a non-significant predictor of intention. The SMEs owner-managers in this study were 
adults with good business knowledge and experience. They might seek certain reference groups for opinions or views, 
but might not adopt them. Furthermore, most of the SMEs were owned by sole proprietor; thus, they usually make 
decisions by themselves. 
5. Conclusion, implication and recommendation 
The main aim of this paper was to determine the influences of attitudinal, normative and perceptual factors on 
propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship among SMEs in Malaysia. The descriptive analysis found that the level of 
propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship among SMEs was rather encouraging. In determining the factors that 
influenced such propensity, the statistical analyses revealed that attitudinal factor (i.e.: sustainable attitude) and 
perceptual factors (i.e.: perceived desirability and perceived feasibility) were significant. However, normative factor 
(i.e.: social norm) was not influential. As such, the aim of this paper has been successfully achieved.  
This study had both practical and theoretical implications. Practically, it showed that individual’s attitude and 
perceptions were important in influencing a person’s level of propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. Thus, in 
order to develop more sustainable entrepreneurs in the country, education institutions and governmental agencies 
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should provide more positive information about sustainable entrepreneurship. It is also important to equip the people 
with sufficient knowledge and capability about sustainable entrepreneurship. It is because sufficient capability helps 
people to perform a particular behavior better. Theoretically, this paper pointed out that a new integrative model of 
TRA and EEM could be used in studying people’s intention or propensity.  
This paper possessed several limitations. For instance, it only examined the direct influences of attitudinal, 
normative and perceptual factors on propensity to sustainable entrepreneurship. However, behavioral intention or 
propensity is a complex process which could take place through several stages. Thus, future researchers are suggested 
to expand the research framework by integrating mediating or moderating factors. 
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